Standardized Language Proficiency Tests in Higher Education by Ockey, Gary & Gokturk, Nazlinur
English Publications English 
11-27-2018 
Standardized Language Proficiency Tests in Higher Education 
Gary Ockey 
Iowa State University, gockey@iastate.edu 
Nazlinur Gokturk 
Iowa State University 
Follow this and additional works at: https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/engl_pubs 
 Part of the Bilingual, Multilingual, and Multicultural Education Commons, Educational Assessment, 
Evaluation, and Research Commons, Higher Education Commons, and the Language and Literacy 
Education Commons 
The complete bibliographic information for this item can be found at https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/
engl_pubs/290. For information on how to cite this item, please visit http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/
howtocite.html. 
This Book Chapter is brought to you for free and open access by the English at Iowa State University Digital 
Repository. It has been accepted for inclusion in English Publications by an authorized administrator of Iowa State 
University Digital Repository. For more information, please contact digirep@iastate.edu. 
Standardized Language Proficiency Tests in Higher Education 
Abstract 
In higher education, standardized academic language proficiency test scores are often used for multiple 
purposes, including admissions of international students to degree programs and identification of 
students’ post-entry language support needs. In this chapter, issues surrounding the use of high-stakes 
standardized academic language proficiency tests for making decisions about international English as a 
second language (ESL) students are explored. Specifically, (a) stakeholders’ views and knowledge about 
standardized academic language proficiency tests, (b) predictive validity of standardized academic 
language proficiency tests for academic success, (c) the use of standardized language test scores for 
placement into language support courses, and (d) the use of locally developed tests for placement into 
language support courses rather than standardized tests are discussed. Based on the discussion, 
suggestions for the appropriate use of standardized language test scores for making admissions and 
placement decisions are provided. 
Keywords 
Standardized language tests, Admissions, ESL placement, Higher education 
Disciplines 
Bilingual, Multilingual, and Multicultural Education | Educational Assessment, Evaluation, and Research | 
Higher Education | Language and Literacy Education 
Comments 
This accepted book chapter is published as Ockey G.J., Gokturk N. (2019) Standardized Language 
Proficiency Tests in Higher Education. In: Gao X. (eds) Second Handbook of English Language Teaching. 
Springer International Handbooks of Education. Springer, Cham. Doi: 10.1007/978-3-319-58542-0_25-1. 
Posted with permission. 
This book chapter is available at Iowa State University Digital Repository: https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/engl_pubs/290 
1 
 
The Uses of Standardized Academic Language Proficiency Tests in Higher Education 
Gary J. Ockey and Nazlinur Gokturk  
Iowa State University 
Ames, Iowa, USA 
 
Abstract 
In higher education, standardized academic language proficiency test scores are often used for 
multiple purposes, including admissions of international students to degree programs and 
identification of students’ post-entry language support needs. In this chapter, issues surrounding 
the use of high-stakes standardized academic language proficiency tests for making decisions 
about international English as-a-second-language (ESL) students are explored. Specifically, a) 
stakeholders’ views and knowledge about standardized academic language proficiency tests, b) 
predictive validity of standardized academic language proficiency tests for academic success, c) 
the use of standardized language test scores for placement into language support courses, and d) 
the use of locally developed tests for placement into language support courses rather than 
standardized tests are discussed. Based on the discussion, suggestions for the appropriate use of 
standardized language test scores for making admissions and placement decisions are provided. 





 Standardized academic language proficiency tests are commonly used to make decisions 
about test takers in academic settings. Standardized tests are expected to have gone through a 
rigorous test development process, are based on a set of test specifications, use a justifiable 
scoring model, and follow universal procedures for administration (Davies, et al., 1999). They 
are also usually supported by empirical investigations for their stated purpose. Examples of 
standardized academic language proficiency tests include the Test of English as a Foreign 
Language internet-based Test (TOEFL iBT: http://www.ets.org), the International English 
Language Testing System (IELTS: https://www.ielts.org), and the Pearson Test of English 
Academic (PTE Academic: https://pearsonpte.com).   
 While it seems reasonable to assume that when standardized academic language 
proficiency tests are used for their intended purpose, the abilities that are inferred for a particular 
score are appropriate, such a claim may not always hold true. Because these tests are designed 
for fairly general contexts, they may not produce accurate scores for all types of test takers and 
contexts for which they were developed. For instance, students with little experience in 
completing multiple-choice items may not be able to demonstrate their English ability on a 
multiple-choice standardized test designed to determine if students have enough English ability 
to study in an English-medium university. Moreover, English language skills necessary for 
academic success at undergraduate and graduate levels may vary across disciplines, programs, 
and/or institutions, and a standardized English language proficiency test may not be appropriate 
for identifying the appropriate threshold of English needed for all of these contexts.  
 A further complication in the use of standardized language tests in higher education is 
that the tests are commonly used for purposes for which they were not primarily designed. When 
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this is the case, interpretations about a test taker’s ability are even less likely to be appropriate. 
An obvious example would be the use of standardized academic language proficiency test scores 
to determine placement of students into leveled math classes. Most would agree that this would 
likely lead to inaccurate decisions about the individual’s math skills. On the other hand, it would 
be much less clear as to whether the use of these standardized academic language proficiency 
test scores could appropriately be used for a more closely associated purpose, such as identifying 
students’ university post-entry language support needs. The two purposes, identifying language 
needs for placement and language proficiency for university admission, are similar; however, 
they are not equivalent in that placement testing involves placing students at levels of a pre-
existing language program, whereas proficiency testing requires measuring how much ability 
and/or capability a test taker has in a given language (Cheng and Fox, 2017). 
Despite concerns about the use of standardized academic language proficiency tests in 
higher education, their use for making high stakes decisions is prevalent. In fact, scores from 
these tests are commonly used for multiple purposes, including ones for which they were not 
originally developed. The use of standardized academic language proficiency tests may be 
tempting for test users because they can limit the need for resource intensive locally developed 
tests. Users commonly rely on standardized language test scores for admissions decisions, a 
purpose for which they have been designed and may be appropriate, as well as to determine if 
there is a need for placement into language support courses, a purpose for which they were not 
designed, and are less likely to be appropriate. Given the potential advantages and concerns 
about uses of standardized academic language proficiency tests in academic settings, an 
exploration about what is and is not known about these tests may provide stakeholders guidance 
for how to use these test scores most effectively for their particular contexts.  
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 In this chapter, some of the issues surrounding the use of high-stakes standardized 
academic language proficiency tests used in academic settings are explored. The chapter begins 
with a discussion of stakeholders’ views and knowledge about interpretation and use of 
standardized academic language proficiency test scores in academic settings. Next, the 
usefulness of these standardized language tests for predicting subsequent academic success is 
examined. This is followed by a discussion about the use of standardized language test scores to 
place students into appropriate levels of language support courses. Finally, the use of locally 
developed tests for ESL placement rather than standardized tests is debated. The discussion is 
limited to international ESL students, and most claims made in the paper are based on empirical 
investigations of TOEFL iBT and IELTS because these are the tests that have been most used 
and studied for these purposes in higher education.  
Stakeholders’ Views and Knowledge about Standardized Academic Language Proficiency 
Tests 
 Broadly speaking, stakeholders can be categorized into two groups: those who make 
decisions about the use of a particular test and those who are affected by these decisions. 
Because stakeholders’ understanding and uses of test scores may positively or negatively 
influence test consequences they play a critical role in determining the appropriateness of a test 
for a particular purpose (Messick, 1996; Bachman and Palmer, 2010). In this section, the focus is 
on the views of stakeholders who generally make decisions about the uses of standardized 
language tests, that is, individuals that have the power to decide how standardized language test 
scores are used in their institutions. To a lesser extent, the views of other stakeholders who may 
have little or no input on decisions regarding the use of test scores, the test takers themselves, are 
also discussed.  
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 Several studies have been conducted to investigate stakeholders’ interpretations and uses 
of standardized language tests in higher education contexts (e.g., Baker et al., 2014; Ginther and 
Elder, 2014; Hyatt and Brooks, 2009; O’Loughlin, 2008, 2013; Rea-Dickins et al., 2007). A 
recurring finding among these studies is that most decision makers lack sufficient knowledge 
about standardized language tests to make informed decisions about the use of these tests for 
admission and placement purposes in their institutions. 
 O’Loughlin (2011) examined stakeholders’ knowledge and beliefs about the use of 
IELTS for selecting international students and planning students’ future language learning in an 
Australian university. Data were collected from university policy documents, questionnaires 
administered to 20 administrative and academic staff, and in-depth semi-structured interviews 
with 10 of these stakeholders. The researchers found that there was little empirical basis for 
setting entry-level IELTS scores, and that the stakeholders had insufficient knowledge about the 
meanings of IELTS scores. Moreover, the scores were barely utilized to guide students’ future 
language learning, with the exception that students with an overall IELTS score of 6.0 or less, 
but admitted into linguistically challenging courses, were required to take two additional ESL 
courses.  
 In a much larger study, funded by the Educational Testing Service, similar conclusions 
about stakeholders’ knowledge of test scores were drawn. Ginther and Elder (2014) investigated 
stakeholders’ interpretations and uses of TOEFL iBT, IELTS, and PTE scores in two American 
and Australian universities. Four-hundred and eighty-one administrative and academic 
stakeholders completed questionnaires and 30 of them participated in follow-up interviews. The 
researchers reported that most stakeholders had generally limited knowledge about the meanings 
of test scores. For instance, there was some confusion among the stakeholders regarding the 
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meaning of minimum cut-scores, the “the line between success and failure” on the test (Davies, 
et al., 1999), established by their institutions.  
 Coleman et al. (2003), who contrasted students’, instructors’ and administrators’ views 
about IELTS in three English-medium universities in Australia, the United Kingdom, and China, 
also reached similar conclusions. Four hundred twenty-nine students and 195 instructors and 
administrative staff responded to questionnaires, and 19 students and 18 instructors participated 
in semi-structured interviews. The findings indicated that in all three institutions instructors and 
administrative staff, who were likely the ones making decisions about the uses of standardized 
tests scores, were not very knowledgeable about the test and the meanings of IELTS scores. In 
addition, the research indicated that the instructors had concerns about the predictive validity of 
IELTS scores due to factors such as excessive test preparation and the non-disciplinary nature of 
the test. Unlike the other two studies, this one also explored the views of another group of 
stakeholders, the test takers, themselves. In contrast to the beliefs of the instructors, it was found 
that students considered IELTS as an accurate and adequate measure of academic language 
proficiency.  
While some score users are very knowledgeable about the appropriate uses of 
standardized academic language proficiency test scores, research suggests that most score users 
are not sufficiently informed about how to use these scores for making decisions. This suggests 
the need to build language assessment literacy, knowledge and skills that enable an individual to 
“understand, evaluate, and, in some cases, create language tests and analyze test data” (Pill and 
Harding, 2013, p. 382), among score users. Stakeholders, including policy makers, instructors, 
and administrators, need to be assessment literate to make informed decisions about assessment 
practices in their own contexts (Inbar-Lourie, 2008, 2013; O’Loughlin, 2013; Popham, 2004; 
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Taylor, 2009, 2013). Given that the lack of assessment literacy among stakeholders may 
influence not only the validity and ethicality but also the feasibility and effectiveness of the tests, 
it is of utmost importance for stakeholders in higher education institutions to develop their 
assessment literacy (Baker, 2016; Taylor, 2009; O’Loughlin, 2013). To ensure valid use of test 
scores for admission and/or placement purposes, score users must familiarize themselves with 
standardized language tests and meanings of test scores. In addition, they must recognize the 
importance of setting cut scores for admission and placement decisions for their specific contexts 
based on empirical investigations rather than intuitive judgments. It should be kept in mind that 
even though interpretations made based on test scores may be valid for a particular purpose, cut 
scores set inappropriately may lead to incorrect decisions, compromising the usefulness of a test 
for its intended purpose.  
While the responsibility for developing language assessment literacy and gathering 
validity evidence to support decisions made based on test scores rests with local decision makers, 
it is the test developer’s responsibility to provide test users with test manuals that report test 
development and validation procedures as well as score interpretations on various test taker 
populations. Test developers should also make research available on issues related to test design 
that might have an influence on score interpretations. For example, employing a different test 
format rather than multiple-choice could minimize the potential impact of test format on score 
interpretations (Bachman and Palmer, 2010).  
The research also suggests that decision makers do not generally believe that 
standardized test scores can be used to effectively guide students’ future learning. This seems to 
be a defensible approach, given that the primary aim of these standardized academic language 
tests is to help determine the extent to which an individual has sufficient English ability to 
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succeed in an English-medium university. That said, it may be possible to better exploit the 
results of standardized tests to identify students who might need additional language support. For 
example, in a local context where curriculum objectives are generally aligned with standardized 
tests, newly admitted students’ test scores might be appropriately used, at least to a certain 
extent, to guide their future language learning. On the other hand, it could be that standardized 
tests scores may not be very useful for placing students into levels of a pre-existing ESL course 
in a particular context, since they are unlikely to be aligned with the objectives of the curriculum 
in that context. 
It is also interesting to note the rather large gap between students’ and instructors’ 
perceptions about the usefulness of standardized language tests for placement purposes. While 
instructors tend to believe that standardized academic language proficiency test scores may not 
be useful for identifying students who need additional language support, students generally 
believe that these tests can be used to make placement decisions. For instructors, the 
unwillingness to use standardized test scores for placement purposes may stem from a perceived 
mismatch between students’ test and real life academic language performance, or a general view 
that standardized tests are inherently bad. For students, the belief that standardized test scores 
can be used for placement decisions might stem from their experience with the high stakes nature 
of these tests; they are commonly used for high stakes decisions, such as admissions. Students 
might naturally assume that they must be appropriate for other language assessment purposes, 
given their general importance. This belief is likely further supported, in a student’s mind, by the 
fact that many universities exempt students who obtain high standardized test scores from taking 
in-house placement tests. In short, teachers may not trust standardized tests for post-entry 
placement decisions because they are standardized tests, which are not designed to be used for 
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placement purposes, while students may trust standardized tests for placement purposes because 
standardized tests have likely had major impact on their study habits and academic lives and 
consequently they have been indoctrinated to trust them.  
Predictive Validity of Standardized Academic Language Proficiency Tests 
Designed to provide evidence of an L2 test taker’s academic language ability, standardized 
academic language proficiency tests would presumably elicit scores that could be used to predict 
academic success. Predictive validity refers to “the correlation between test scores and later 
performance on something” (Carr, 2011), which in the case of standardized language tests would 
be the correlation between these test scores and measures of academic success, such as course 
grades. Surprisingly, at least to some, research in this area has generally failed to find a strong 
relationship between standardized language test scores and college success measures. For 
example, in their study of 113 undergraduate Business students at an Australian university, 
Kerstjen and Nery (2000) found only weak correlations between IELTS scores (overall and 
section) and GPA, with correlations ranging from .12 to .20. In another small-scale study 
conducted on 65 students in three disciplines, Business, Science, and Engineering, Dooey and 
Olive (2002) found that, in general, IELTS scores had no significant correlations with GPA. The 
only exception was IELTS reading scores, which related weakly with course grades in three 
disciplines, with correlations ranging from .21 to .37.  As part of a study on the criterion-related 
validity, that is, the extent to which scores on one test relate to scores on an accepted indicator of 
the ability to be assessed (Davies, et al. (1999), of PTE Academic, Riazi (2013) investigated the 
relationship between 83 students’ PTE Academic scores and their first-year GPAs at an 
Australian university. Reported correlations of PTE scores with grades ranged from .28 to .35, 
indicating a weak relationship between PTE scores and first-year academic performance. 
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Ushioda and Harsch (2011) examined the relationship between 95 pre-sessional graduate 
students’ IELTS scores and their course grades. The results indicated a weak to moderate 
relationship between test scores and grades, with correlations ranging from .26 to .58.  
 Using a much larger sample than these other studies, Cho and Bridgeman (2012) 
investigated the predictive validity of TOEFL iBT, also using first-year university GPA as a 
criterion of academic success. Data included 2,594 students’ academic records gathered from 10 
American universities. The findings showed that TOEFL iBT scores accounted for only 3% of 
the variance in GPA (correlations of roughly .09) for the sample, and even when disciplinary 
variation was taken into consideration, TOEFL iBT scores were found to explain only an 
additional 3-4% of the differences in GPA. In a follow-up study, Bridgeman et al. (2016) 
examined the relationship between TOEFL iBT scores and GPA, taking into account linguistic 
background, academic discipline, and section score profiles. Data collected from 787 
undergraduate students in an American university were analyzed. The researchers found that 
when all students were included in the same analysis, TOEFL iBT total scores correlated only 
weakly with GPA (r =.18), providing further support that standardized academic language 
proficiency tests are not good predictors of college success.  
 A number of possible reasons for the rather low predictive relationship between 
standardized language test scores and university success have been postulated. For one thing, 
these two purposes imply two related but somewhat different constructs. Standardized academic 
language proficiency tests aim to measure general language  proficiency, while academic success 
as measured by GPA or a similar measure is impacted by not only language ability, but a number 
of other factors, such as motivation, learning strategies, disciplinary knowledge, and academic 
acculturation (Cheng and Fox, 2008; Fox et al., 2014). In other words, standardized test scores 
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may be predictive of academic success, but these other factors are so important that the 
correlations between the two constructs are quite small. Another potential explanation for failure 
of standardized test scores to predict academic success relates to the challenges of measuring 
academic success. GPA may not be a very good measure of academic success since a great 
amount of variation in grading practices exists, even within a given program in one university. 
Moreover, grade inflation may lead to a rather restricted range of grades, which could also limit 
the power of an analysis to identify a relationship. An additional reason for such results might be 
due to homogeneous samples of test takers: none of the studies reported here included test takers 
who did not attend university. This group would presumably include a lot of students who 
performed poorly on a given standardized test, meaning that the language ability range of the test 
takers in these studies is limited to the ones who performed well. Such a restricted range of 
ability might lead to limited power to detect a relationship between college success and 
standardized test scores (Cho and Bridgeman, 2012; Bridgeman et al., 2016). 
 Another possible reason for the limited predictive validity of standardized language tests, 
which has received little attention until fairly recently, is that individual differences in test 
preparation strategies could blur the relationship between test scores and academic success 
(Ginther and Yan, 2017). Standardized tests typically use multiple-choice items to measure 
listening and reading, and productive tasks, such as writing a short essay, summarizing a text, or 
disagreeing with a position, to assess writing and speaking. It may be that certain students can 
prepare for particular tasks in ways that help them attain higher scores on them than their actual 
language abilities would suggest, while they are unable to do so with other tasks. For instance, 
some students may be able to practice multiple-choice test taking strategies that could aid them 
in achieving higher scores on listening and reading sections of a test than their abilities would 
12 
 
dictate. On the other hand, they may not be able to prepare for speaking and writing tasks in 
ways that would help them achieve scores beyond their language skills. This could lead to 
uneven score profiles (a high score on one or more of the four skills and a low score on one or 
more of the other skills), and students with these unbalanced score profiles could have some 
scores, which are not very representative of their true language abilities. It could be these 
students (ones with scores that do not represent their true language abilities) scores that limit the 
predictive validity of standardized tests. 
 A few studies have provided evidence that for certain students, particularly ones with 
unbalanced score profiles, standardized proficiency test scores are less predictive of academic 
success than for students with balanced score profiles. For instance, further analysis by 
Bridgeman et al. (2016) showed that when students were grouped by linguistic background and 
academic discipline, and students with discrepant score profiles were excluded from the analysis, 
the relationship between test scores and grades increased, in some cases quite dramatically. For 
Chinese Business students, for example, the correlation of TOEFL iBT reading scores with GPA 
was found to change from .01 to .36 when test takers with uneven profiles were removed from 
the analysis.  
 A similar finding was also reported by Ginther and Yan (2017), who explored the 
predictive validity of TOEFL iBT for three Chinese undergraduate student cohorts (N=1,990), 
2011, 2012, and 2013, in an American university. In 2011 and 2012, the minimum entry 
language requirement was an overall score of 80 on TOEFL iBT; however, in 2013 an additional 
requirement was a minimum score of 18 on the iBT speaking and writing sections. Although 
reported correlations between TOEFL iBT scores (overall and section) and GPA were generally 
weak for the three cohorts, with correlations ranging from .07 to .32, the directions of the 
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correlations were found to change by enrollment year. For the 2011 and 2012 cohorts (when 
students in the study may have had scores lower than 18 on speaking and/or writing), speaking 
and writing scores had a positive relationship with GPA; however, negative correlations were 
found for listening and reading scores. By contrast, for the 2013 cohort (when all students had 
speaking and writing scores of at least 18), no negative correlations were found between test 
scores and GPA. Given that strong reading and listening skills are expected to facilitate rather 
than inhibit academic success, these results may indicate the existence of distinctive 
Reading/Listening versus Speaking/Writing score profiles among the 2011 and 2012 cohorts. In 
addition, the absence of negative correlations for the 2013 cohort, for whom admission language 
requirements included both overall and section cut scores on TOEFL iBT, lends support to the 
argument that the use of section cut scores in entry-level language requirements may enhance 
predictive validity of standardized proficiency tests. 
 In another study, Harsch et al. (2017) investigated the utility of TOEFL iBT for 
predicting academic success in a UK setting. The researchers examined the relationship between 
504 graduate students’ test scores and their grades, taking into account linguistic background, 
discipline, and post-entry language support. While reported correlations of TOEFL iBT scores 
with course grades were generally weak, with correlations ranging from .10 to .20, it was found 
that the correlations varied systematically by linguistic background and academic discipline. For 
instance, for Chinese students, TOEFL iBT total and speaking scores correlated weakly, but 
significantly, with course grades (r values around .31), whereas for German students, none of the 
correlations were significant. Likewise, for disciplines with a quantitative focus, iBT speaking, 
listening and overall scores had weak, but significant, relations with grades (correlations around 
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.20), while for disciplines with a social sciences focus, no significant relationship was found 
between test scores and course grades.  
 What research indicates about the relationship between standardized academic language 
proficiency tests and academic success has several implications for the use of these tests for 
admission and placement purposes in tertiary education. Given that these test scores are not 
strong predictors of academic success for all students, particularly students with unbalanced 
score profiles or from certain L1 backgrounds, higher education institutions should consider 
either not using standardized academic language proficiency test scores or using them along with 
other criteria when making admissions decisions. For the first alternative, institutions would be 
expected to develop their own language proficiency assessments for admission purposes since 
academic language ability is an essential criterion for admission decisions. For the second 
alternative, institutions would be expected to set minimum cut-scores for each of the four skills 
for admissions decisions and use section cut scores based on each of the skills to support 
decisions about students’ post-entry language support needs. For example, to be granted 
admissions, a student would need to exceed a certain score in each of the four skill areas along 
with a certain overall score on a given language test. Such a practice would help limit the 
concern that students using particular test preparation strategies to obtain high scores would be 
inappropriately granted admissions. That is, test takers who are prepared to do well on multiple-
choice tests would also need to do well on productive tasks (e.g., writing an essay) to gain 
admissions. Considering that students with similar total scores, but unbalanced score profiles, 
may not have the same language needs, the use of section scores for placement purposes may 
also assist stakeholders in making better judgments about a student’s academic language needs.  
Using Standardized Language Proficiency Tests for Placement Purposes 
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 With increasing numbers of international students studying in English-speaking 
countries, many universities try to find the most effective and practical way to determine newly 
admitted students’ additional language support needs. A common practice among these 
institutions is the use of standardized academic language proficiency test scores for ESL 
placement decisions. Ling et al. (2014) reviewed the websites of 152 higher education 
institutions, surveyed 80 institutions, and interviewed representatives of 24 ESL programs. The 
researchers reported that standardized academic language proficiency tests were widely used to 
inform placement decisions, with around half of the 50 4-year universities utilizing TOEFL iBT 
and/or IELTS scores for identifying students who might benefit from additional language 
support. For stakeholders, such a practice is attractive for at least two reasons. First, standardized 
test scores are readily available from the admissions process; no additional testing is needed and 
this could save substantial resources in many educational contexts. Second, test takers generally 
believe in standardized proficiency test scores as accurate indicators of their language ability. 
This means that there is likely to be little disagreement from them about who needs the 
additional language classes. 
 Although the use of standardized language tests for placement purposes is commonplace 
in higher education institutions, it might be unrealistic to expect these proficiency tests to be very 
accurate at placing students into levels of a particular language support program. Intended to 
provide a general indication of a test taker’s language ability, standardized academic language 
proficiency tests are designed to assess how much ability and/or capability a test taker has in a 
given language. By contrast, placement tests are developed to separate test takers into levels of a 
pre-existing language support program with the purpose of maximizing the effectiveness of 
language instruction in homogenous classes (Cheng and Fox, 2017). Because many programs 
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design their own language support curriculum around program-specific learning objectives, it is 
expected that materials and teaching practices used in these courses may not well align with a 
test not specifically designed for the curriculum. In this regard, standardized academic language 
proficiency tests would not be expected to serve effectively as placement tools (although they 
might be useful for identifying students that almost certainly do not need any language support 
and ones that almost certainly do).  
The fact that standardized academic language proficiency tests are practical and generally 
accepted as an accurate measure of language ability among test takers is also not sufficient to 
support the use of these tests for placement decisions. To determine the extent to which these 
tests are appropriate for placement purposes in higher education contexts, empirical 
investigations with sound methodological designs are needed. Unfortunately, such investigations 
are quite limited (Fox, 2004, 2009, Arigoni and Clark, 2015). In addition, while locally 
conducted studies may provide initial insight into the usefulness of standardized tests for 
placement into language support courses, caution is warranted when interpreting results from 
these studies. This is because much of the reported research relies on an insufficiently validated 
in-house placement test to evaluate the effectiveness of a standardized proficiency test. That is, 
in most cases students are first placed into levels of a pre-existing language support course based 
on their scores on a locally developed placement test, and then their standardized academic 
language proficiency test scores are compared across the levels determined by the locally 
developed test. In fact, it may be that the locally developed test, itself, may not be very effective 
at separating test takers into appropriate levels of an ESL course. Other research has used teacher 
and student judgements to determine the effectiveness of placement decisions made based on 
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standardized test scores. Unfortunately, these judgements are often not very objective and may 
not be very good indicators of appropriate placement, either.  
An example of a study that relied on locally developed placement test scores as a 
measuring stick for a standardized test is that of Kokhan (2012), who examined the effectiveness 
of TOEFL iBT for separating students into three levels of an ESL writing course. Based on the 
results of an in-house writing placement test, 2,363 students were placed into three course levels. 
The students’ TOEFL iBT total and section scores were then compared for the students placed at 
the three levels and the scores did not align very well. For example, for a student with an overall 
iBT score of 80, the chances of being placed into Level 1, 2, and being exempted were 40%, 
50%, and 10%, respectively. The researcher concluded that no particular set of TOEFL iBT total 
or section scores could serve reliably as placement cut scores since their use resulted in a 
substantial proportion of misplacement compared to the placements determined by the locally 
developed placement test. 
 Examples of studies which have utilized teacher and/or student judgements to evaluate 
the effectiveness of standardized academic language proficiency test scores for placing students 
into appropriate classes are common.  Arigoni and Clark (2015) examined the usefulness of 
IELTS as a placement tool in an English-medium university in Cairo. Two-hundred ninety-eight 
students were placed into two levels of an academic writing course based on their IELTS overall 
and writing section scores. The findings obtained from student and instructor questionnaires and 
interviews indicated that instructors considered nearly 15% of the students as misplaced, and 
around 25% of the students believed that they needed to study more than their peers to be 
successful, suggesting a perceived misplacement among the students. A similar result was 
reported by Fox (2009), who also used teacher judgement about placement as a criterion against 
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which the standardized academic language proficiency test scores were evaluated. She 
investigated the appropriateness of these tests (i.e., TOEFL iBT and IELTS) for placement 
decisions at a Canadian university. Students (N = 261) were separated into three levels of an 
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) course based on their standardized test scores, and a 
considerable number were identified as misplaced by classroom teachers.  
 Research on the use of standardized academic language proficiency tests for placement 
purposes seems to suggest that these tests may not function effectively for separating students 
into levels of a pre-existing language support program. Given the main aims of proficiency tests, 
this finding makes some intuitive sense; however, it remains unclear as to the effectiveness of 
standardized academic proficiency tests for placement purposes, given the methodological 
limitations discussed above. On the other hand, it is obvious that when test users plan to use a 
test for a purpose for which the test was not developed, they should justify the appropriateness of 
the test for the intended purpose. It is possible that a standardized academic language proficiency 
test that does not serve well as a placement tool in a certain program might be more appropriate 
for placement decisions in another program, depending on the objectives of the curriculum in the 
program. Therefore, test users must consider how the objectives of a particular language support 
program would align with those of standardized academic language proficiency tests before 
making decisions about the use of these tests for placement purposes. Furthermore, if locally 
developed placement tests are themselves in need of validation, it would not be very appropriate 
to consider them as a criterion for standardized tests. Obviously, more research is needed to 
evaluate the effectiveness of standardized academic proficiency tests for placement purposes in 
higher education contexts. The findings of such research may guide stakeholders in interpreting 
and using these test scores for making placement decisions.  
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Using Locally Developed Tests Rather than Standardized Tests for ESL Placement 
 Given the concerns about the use of standardized academic language proficiency tests for 
placement into ESL courses, a number of higher education institutions have developed their own 
placement tests. There are several commonly touted benefits of using locally developed 
placement tests. First, they can be aligned with local curriculum objectives, meaning that what is 
assessed can represent what students are expected to learn in a particular language support 
program (Green, 2012). Students can be placed into appropriate levels of an EAP program based 
on their level of mastery of the content of the curriculum, and those who are unable to pass 
portions of the test designed to assess the content covered at a certain level could be justifiably 
placed into that level. Second, the use of locally developed tests may provide teachers who are 
familiar with student profiles, curriculum objectives, and local needs with a chance to contribute 
to test design, which may enhance the appropriateness of a test in a local context. These teachers 
often have a strong understanding of the content of the courses and the types of student profiles 
that can most benefit from these courses. Having their input in the test design may lead to 
assessments that can better identify students that are likely to benefit from a given language 
support course. Third, for certain groups of test takers, locally developed placement test scores 
may be more representative or valid than standardized academic language proficiency test 
scores. As was discussed earlier in this chapter, a possible reason that students have uneven score 
profiles on standardized tests is that they have spent a great deal of time preparing for the tests. 
For instance, they may be able to perform above their true ability levels on certain task types, 
such as multiple-choice, in standardized tests. Because the stakes of locally developed placement 
tests are not as high as those of standardized tests (being required to take an additional course is 
not nearly as important as not being accepted to the university at all), students would not be 
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expected to prepare excessively for these tests. As a result, locally designed placement tests may 
yield scores that are more representative of the students’ true ability. However, it could be that 
placement tests with tasks or formats that are not well understood by a particular group of test 
takers might result in scores that do not reflect a test taker’s true ability. This is because students 
may get lower scores than expected due to a lack of understanding of what they are supposed to 
do on the test to demonstrate their true language ability. This so called, “test effect” should also 
be avoided by making sure students understand what they are expected to do to complete the 
tasks. Thus, familiarity with test tasks can lead to scores that represent a test taker’s true ability, 
but too much practice on a given task type that is susceptible to a study effect could lead to 
overestimates of a test taker’s ability. It would therefore seem that locally developed placement 
tests aligned with local curriculum objectives and with tasks familiar to test takers would 
function better for placement purposes than standardized academic language proficiency tests. 
However, the extent to which this is the case is not as clear as it seems.  
Just like much of the research on standardized assessments is conducted or funded by 
companies that develop these tests, research on locally designed tests is often undertaken by the 
test developers themselves, who have a strong motivation for finding evidence to support their 
intended use. This potential source of bias should be considered carefully when interpreting 
findings obtained from these studies. It should also be recognized that many local contexts are 
unlikely to have the resources necessary to develop and administer a well-designed placement 
test and to process and report test scores appropriately. In fact, many institutions lack the 
necessary expertise for this purpose even if they did have the financial resources available. As a 
result, locally developed placement tests often fail to measure all aspects of the abilities that they 
should. For instance, because assessing speaking requires a great amount of educational, 
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financial, and logistical resources (Ockey, 2017), many local placement tests neglect to assess it 
directly (Ling et al., 2014). 
 Research on the effectiveness of locally designed tests for ESL placement has yielded 
inconclusive results. While some studies suggest that locally developed tests may not be useful 
for placement purposes, others show that they could serve reasonably well for separating test 
takers into appropriate levels. Lee and Greene (2007) investigated the extent to which scores on a 
locally developed test predict ESL students’ academic performance and language-related 
difficulties in degree courses. A hundred students with TOEFL iBT scores below 102 were 
administered an in-house placement test designed to assess academic listening, reading, and 
writing skills. The findings indicated no correlations between test scores and GPA, suggesting 
that the in-house placement test was a poor predictor of academic success. The analysis of 
teacher and student evaluations and their relationship with test scores also showed that teachers’ 
evaluations of students’ course performance had no relationship with their test scores, while 
students’ self-evaluations correlated moderately with them. At a university in the UK, Fulcher 
(1997) examined the validity and reliability of an in-house placement test designed to identify 
students in need of additional language support. The test, which included reading, descriptive 
and argumentative essay writing, and English structure sections, was administered to 1,619 
students. Reported reliability indices were quite low for the reading and grammar sections, .63 
and .59, respectively, and further analysis indicated that the grammar section was not sensitive 
enough to separate the students into appropriate levels of ESL courses. Writing, however, was 
reported to be quite reliably assessed, with an estimated reliability of .89.  
 Other studies have reported more positive results about the effectiveness of locally 
developed placement tests. For example, Winke (2013) investigated the usefulness of an in-
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house group oral test for placing students into seven levels of a 6-week ESL speaking course. 
Two group oral tasks, in which test takers were expected to have a discussion with their partners 
in a group, were administered to 128 students. Reported inter-rater reliability was .72, suggesting 
a moderate level of agreement between two raters. The findings of cluster analysis showed that 
the group oral test effectively placed students into the seven levels of the course. 
 To recap, although locally developed placement tests would at first glance appear to be 
more appropriate for placement decisions than standardized tests, this is not necessarily the case. 
The advantages of curriculum alignment, teacher input, and lack of a test preparation effect may 
be offset by a lack of local resources necessary for developing effective assessments. When local 
resources are sufficient to develop and sustain an effective test, however, it would seem that a 
local placement test may be more appropriate for making placement decisions than a 
standardized assessment that has not been designed for a particular local context. 
Conclusions 
This chapter began with a discussion about stakeholders’ views and knowledge about 
interpretation and use of standardized academic language proficiency test scores. It was 
concluded that many stakeholders lack sufficient knowledge about these tests to use them 
appropriately in their own local contexts. To help stakeholders make informed decisions 
regarding the use of these tests in higher education contexts, it was argued that it is important to 
build assessment literacy among stakeholders. Efforts to increase assessment literacy among 
stakeholders, particularly policy makers, administrators, and instructors, are crucial since they 
are the ones most likely to make decisions about how the test scores are used. Additionally, test 
takers themselves should be better educated about the effectiveness of these tests for particular 
purposes, since their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the use of standardized tests scores for 
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particular purposes (as evidenced by complaints or silent “acceptance”) can affect the way score 
users decide to use these test scores.  
Next, the usefulness of standardized language tests for predicting academic success was 
explored. It was shown that academic success is not very accurately predicted by standardized 
language test scores, and it was suggested that this was likely due to a plethora of reasons, 
including academic motivation, personality factors, homogeneous groups of test takers used in 
most studies, and possible negative effects of test preparation strategies employed by certain 
groups of test takers. These test preparation strategies may lead to not only unbalanced score 
profiles, but also scores not representative of test takers’ actual ability, particularly on certain 
task types. It was suggested that when standardized test scores are used for admission and/or 
placement decisions, minimum scores in each of the reported score categories be set to limit a 
possible study effect on decisions made based on test scores.  
The use of standardized academic language proficiency test scores to place students into 
appropriate levels of language support courses and the alternative, the use of locally developed 
tests for this purpose, was then examined. It was concluded that standardized academic language 
proficiency tests may not be appropriate for placement into ability-based classes driven by a 
local curriculum. In such situations, it may be better to use a locally designed placement test 
aligned with the objectives of the curriculum as long as educational and financial resources are 
available. However, it was argued that in many higher education institutions, the resources and 
expertise necessary to develop and administer such tests effectively are unavailable. It was 
recommended that in such cases, stakeholders must first consider the degree of alignment 
between the objectives of a local curriculum and those of a standardized academic language 
proficiency test. If there is a high correspondence between the two, then the standardized test 
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scores might be used with caution along with other proven ability indicators. It was also 
suggested that setting minimum cut-scores in each of the skill areas may also limit 
misplacements when standardized academic language proficiency test scores are used for 
placement decisions.  
Standardized academic language proficiency tests have an important role in helping 
stakeholders make decisions about a test taker’s academic language ability in tertiary education. 
When it is determined that the scores can be used for making a particular decision, it is important 
that they are used appropriately. They cannot be considered appropriate for all situations and 
infallible for any context. When their use can be justified empirically, they should be used in 
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